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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to investigate the etymological interpretations of scientific and artistic compositions of Ovid's "Fast" and 
the evaluation of their reliability in terms of modern etymological science. In this article, we consider, among other things, the 
etymology of the Agonalia in detail. The main research method is the comparative-historical method with the modern techniques 
of etymological analysis. On the basis of the study, we came to the conclusion on the correctness of one of the hypotheses 
suggested by the ancient poets about the origin of the name of the holiday, which is motivated by ritual sacrifice. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Modern linguistic science pays special attention to the semantics of words, and in this context, etymology gains 
particular importance, allowing us to identify the original meaning of the word based on the comparative-historical 
method using techniques of diachronic word-formation analysis. In the writings of ancient authors, there are 
numerous etymological explanations representing, in our opinion, the interest of both the historical-cultural and 
historical-linguistic sides.  
Etymology as a science in its infancy was founded in the ancient world, and "interpretation of the name - the first 
manifestation of reflection on language in the history of Greek thought" (Tronsky, 1936). The ancient Greeks 
through analysis of words by comparing them with other words, basing on resemblance sought not only to learn the 
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original meaning of the word, but also to know the nature of designated items, the real world. The reason for 
philosophical discussions was the question of the nature of the relationship between a word and the referent subject: 
some believe that this relationship is based on nature, the others - on the agreement and on the law. This issue is 
central to Plato's dialogue of "Cratylus". As for the level and character of Plato’s etymologies, in modern linguistics 
we note their forethought, subtlety, wit, some of them are worthy of serious consideration at the present (Perel'muter, 
1980). Representatives of the Stoic philosophy in their scientific research in various fields of knowledge have often 
used etymological analysis of words, and the term for the name of science was created and put into scientific use by 
Chrysippus (Tronsky, 1936). The merit of the Stoics with the arbitrariness of their etymologies is that they tried to 
identify certain system changes in the meanings of words, the patterns on which the transfer of names goes from one 
subject to another (Perel'muter, 1980). In Rome, etymological issues were studied by the prominent scholar Marcus 
Terentius Varro, the first part of whose main work «De lingua Latina» was devoted to etymological research, mainly 
following the theory and practice of the Stoics. Varro’s observations on the Latin word-formation retained its 
scientific value to our time. 
Greek and Roman poets and writers, beginning with the epic (Homer, Hesiod), eagerly include etymological 
explanation of mythological names in their works, which are called folk etymology, and it often becomes a source of 
mythological subjects, and yet total skepticism towards scientific research of the ancient seems unjustified. It should 
be noted that modern etymological science, based on the principles of historicism and comparison with related 
languages, is armed with the comparative historical method and uses the techniques of etymological analysis, and 
sometimes goes back to some ancient hypotheses. Ancient etymologies are evidence of curiosity of the human mind, 
which tried to penetrate the secrets of speech at those ancient times, so, in our view, it is interesting to consider them 
in terms of techniques of the modern etymology. As a result of the solid sampling of the Latin text of Ovid's poem 
"Fast" we have found 22 words with etymological commentaries, modern explanations of which were tested by the 
authoritative etymological dictionary of the Latin language (Ernout, Meillet, 1951; Walde, Hofmann, 1930-1956). 
2. Analysis methodology of etymology of the word “Agonalia” in the Ovid’s "Fast" 
2.1 Determination of the place of Ovid's "Fast" as a continuation of the traditions of the Alexandrian erudite 
narrative poetry 
Publius Ovid Naso (43 BC - AD '18) is the most famous in the triad of Roman poets of the Augustan age (Virgil, 
Horace, Ovid), in his mature years had referred to the epic genre and at the same time worked on two poems - 
"Metamorphoses" ("Transformations") and "Fast" ("Menologion"). Both works are a kind of catalog of the 
mythological traditions, united by themes of transformation, based mainly on Greek mythology ("Metamorphosis"), 
and the Roman calendar holidays, based on the Roman traditions and rituals ("Fast"). Ovid, in this case continues the 
tradition of Alexandrian scholars of narrative poems, dating back to "Causes" of Callimachus, the Alexandrian poet 
and grammarian 3. B.C.: "Callimachus and his successor Roman Propertius – are the godfathers of “Fast" (von 
Albrecht, 2004). Scientist-poets of the Alexandrian school created small volume of poems, written mostly with 
elegiac distich and densely filled with mythology. Using the experience of the Alexandrians’ scientific poetry, Ovid, 
created Maximized mythological painting instead of a small volume of a scientific poem. 
2.2. Analysis of the design of poems in connection with the reflection of the socio-cultural features of life in ancient 
Rome 
As conceived by Ovid, "Fast" had become a kind of poetic calendar consisting of 12 books on the number of 
months in a year, but he failed to complete his plan because the emperor banished the poet to the outskirts of the 
empire, to the small town of Tome situated on the Black Sea coast. The real reason for his exile remained unknown. 
Ovid completed only six books, each of them starts with an etymological explanation of the name of the month, 
which is dedicated to the book, which is entirely consistent with the scientific tradition of Alexandria. Ovid 
attempted to explain the origin of the names of the months, holidays, geographical locations, astronomical 
phenomena through myths and realities of life, religious cults, using folk etymology, and his poetic imagination. 
Ovid creates artistic and scientific narrative in which "the scientific reasoning and etymological observation are 
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organically dissolved into poetic images and actions". "Scientific observations, mythological and historical 
paintings, etymological explanations – all of them are intertwined in a holistic picture" (Gasparov, 1973). The main 
task of the poet is to explain the national Roman religious festivals and to show Roman history in connection with 
the religious - mythological festivities on the background of the Roman calendar. Ovid wanted to devote his poetic 
calendar to Emperor Augustus, in the reign of whom the churches were reconstructing after the civil wars, and the 
ancient religious rites and customs were revived. 
A characteristic feature of the ancient society were festivals and public games held in honor of the gods, the 
establishment of festivals and rituals of the ancient Roman tradition associated with the name of the legendary king 
Numa Pompilius. About 50 festivals held throughout the year, for example, the diagonal of (January May), 
Karmentalii, Sementiny, Paganalii (January), Favnalii, Lupercalia, Quirinale, Fornakalii, Feralii, Karista, terminals, 
Ekvirii (February, March), matronalia liberals Kvinkatrii, (March, May). Cerealia, Parrilla, Vinal, Robigalii, Floralia 
(April, May), Laralii, Lemuria (May), Karnal, Vestal Matralii (June), and the others were mentioned in the Ovid’s 
poems. The names of these events have clear etymological word-formation and structure and Ovid has not been 
engaged in linguistic research about them. His particular attention was drawn to Agonalia, the origin and meaning of 
the name of which are unclear, although the tradition is most often associated with the cult of the ancient Roman god 
Janus. 
2.3. A comparative analysis of the interlinear translation of the poems of Ovid 
We shall compare an interlinear translation (Leushina) with a translation by F.F. Petrovsky of the following 
poems of Ovid.  
 
Text of Ovid: 
Quattuor adde dies ductos ex ordine Nonis,  
Ianus Agonali luce piandus erit.  
nominis esse potest succinctus causa minister,  
320hostia caelitibus quo feriente cadit,  
qui calido strictos tincturus sanguine cultros  
semper ‘agone,’ rogat, nec nisi iussus agit.  
pars, quia non veniant pecudes, sed agantur, ab actu  
nomen Agonalem credit habere diem.  
325pars putat hoc festum priscis Agnalia dictum,  
una sit ut proprio littera dempta loco.  
an, quia praevisos in aqua timet hostia cultros,  
a pecoris lux est ipsa notata metu?  
fas etiam fieri solitis aetate priorum  
330nomina de ludis Graeca tulisse diem.  
331et pecus antiquus dicebat agonia sermo;  
veraque iudicio est ultima causa meo.  
utque ea non certa est, ita rex placare sacrorum  
numina lanigerae coniuge debet ovis. (Fasti, I. 317-334). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
721Аd Ianum redeat, qui quaerit, Agonia quid sint: 
Quae tamen in fastis hoc quoque tempus habent. (Fasti, V. 721-722). 
Interlinear translation: 
Four spent days add in the order to nonam, 
Janus in the day of Agonalia should be honored. 
The name of the reason may be a belted priest 
Celestials’ prey killed as he kills, 
Which irrigates the hot blood on a naked knife 
Always an «agony» asked and not commit if he do not get an order. 
Some believe that since animals do not come but fetched, 
The day is named Agonalia because of fetch. 
Some believes that the feast called Agnalia before, 
So one letter has been removed from its own place, 
Or because the victim is afraid of advanced naked knives seen in the 
water 
The day was named of fear of cattle? 
Also, according to the former custom the games are carried out  
The day received a Greek namereceived a Greek name day. 
The ancient language called herd an “agony”, 
And the latter is the true reason, in my opinion. 
At least it is certain that the high priest is to appease gods 
Should be a man as a wooly sheep. (Fast, I.317-334). 
  
The one who wants to know what Agonia is let back to Janus: 
 That, however, at this time of fast. (Fast, V.721-722). 
 
It should be noted that in the translation of the poems by F.F. Petrovsky, there are two errors: in the 331st poem in 
the first book, the phrase “et pecus antiquus dicebat agonia sermo” is translated as "ancient language called the herd 
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Agonalia (not the agony!)"; 721th poem of the fifth book translated as "turning back to Janus, you will read all you 
need about the Agons (not the agony!". In the last verse of Ovid, there is a fixed variation form of “agonia” for the 
holiday, which is not reflected in the translation. 
2.4. Evaluation of Ovid’s etymological explanation in terms of modern etymological science 
The name of the holiday was mysterious to the Romans, as evidenced by the verses given above, in which Ovid 
offered several explanations for the origin of the word, which is of great interest not only from the religious (ritual) 
aspect, but also from the linguistic side. So, first of all, the poet points out the connection with the name of a multi-
valued verb “agere” "to lead, to do, to enforce, to drive", which the priest says, performing the rite of sacrifice, in 
this case, it means "to slaughter animals for sacrifice." Obviously, there was the primary form of “agonia” meaning 
"to sacrifice", later it was transformed into “Agonalia” similar to the ending in –alia for the holidays: Lupercalia, 
Saturnalia, Liberalia etc. (Pauly, 1964). By formative structure it is a substantivized form of denominative adjective 
“agonies”, a, um, the suffix -i- means "related" (eg. Praeconius “relating to the messenger" from “praecox”, 
“praeconis” "Bulletin") and "belonged" (eg. Patrius “father” from “pater” – “father”). As an intermediate word-
formation level it is necessary to restore “ago”, “agonis”, which, apparently, is a “nomen actionis” -  “name of the 
action” meaning "to make a ceremony of sacrifice" and refers to the word-building type, represented, for example, 
by “bibo”, “bibonis” tokens -  “drunk" from “bibere” - “to drink”, “erro”, “erronis”  - “tramp" from “errare” - “to 
wander”, etc. (Novodranova, 2008). 
Thus, the etymology of the word “Agonalia” given by Ovid is fully justified on the basis of word-formation types 
implemented in Latin. As for the arguments relating to the realities of Roman religious life and, in this regard, for the 
semantic aspect of the etymological analysis of the word “Agonalia”, then, in our view,  the important facts are the 
following: the holiday held several times a year: January 9, May 20 and December 10 and it was associated with the 
cult of several gods - Janus and Mars, Vejovis and that is why its name is motivated not by a specific name of a god 
and the necessary component of the festival is a sacrifice to a God. 
3. Conclusion 
Reviewing the poem "Fast" we have found etymological explanations for 22 words, with Ovid bringing his 
options for understanding the origin of words, which, incidentally, is a feature of the modern etymological studies. 
Firstly, they are the month names: Martius “March”, Aprilis “April”, Maius “May”, Iunius “June”, Ianuarius 
“January”, Februarius “February”; secondly, the names and epithets of mythological figures: Ianus “Janus”, 
Lupercus “Luperci”, Quirinus “Quirin”, Veiovis “Vejovis”, lemures “lemurs”, Capitalis “epithet of Juno”. Third, the 
names of holidays and religious objects and actions: the fest of Agonalia, the fest of Lemuria, “libamen” - 
“sacrificial libation”, “libum” – “sacrificial cake, sacrificial libation”, “forda” -  “sacrificial cow”, “augurium” -  
“observation and interpretation will take". Other names: Ianiculum “Janiculum - one of the Seven Hills of Rome», 
“Fenestella” – “gates of Rome”, “strix” – “long-eared owl, barn owl”, “fetus” – “offspring." 
The analysis shows that Ovid had carefully collected folk interpretation of names and epithets of the gods, various 
celebrations, surrounding realities, the results of scientific research of ancient scientist-philologists, the poem 
materials deserve close attention of modern antiquity researchers and linguists that are concerned of semasiology. 
Explanation of origins of the holiday name “Agonalia” as a derivative of the verb “agree” - “to lead, to do, to 
enforce”, referred to the actions of a priest performing the rite of the holiday sacrifice, is quite legitimate, and stand 
the test by the methods of modern linguistics.  
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